
[image: Cover: In the Company of Pandas: My Life with the World’s Favorite Bear, by Dr. Brandie Smith. John and Adrienne Mars Director of the Smithsonian’s National Zoo and Conservation Biology Institute.]



[image: A flat vector illustration features a panda’s head and upper body facing right, partially obscured by vertical bamboo stalks and leaves, rendered in a high-contrast black-and-white style.]




[image: In the Company of Pandas: My Life with the World’s Favorite Bear, by Dr. Brandie Smith with William Patrick. Atria Books. New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | London | Toronto | Sydney/Melbourne | New Delhi.]




For Chris and Alexandra




[image: A minimalist graphic features vertical bamboo stalks with horizontal segments, interspersed with small, stylized leaves against a black background.]



[image: A minimalist flat vector illustration features two panda heads facing each other, partially obscured by vertical bamboo stalks and scattered leaves.]




HANDS ON

ONCE YOU start watching a panda, it’s hard to stop.

By August 23, 2013, our team at the Smithsonian’s National Zoo in Washington, DC, had been watching Mei Xiang around the clock for weeks. But on this particular Friday afternoon, we were absolutely riveted because Mei was showing the classic signs that she might be close to giving birth.

It was the end of the workday, and we should have been heading home. Instead, we were huddled around the Panda Cam in a room not far from Mei’s den, all a little punch-drunk from lack of sleep, watching her alternate between resting and restlessness, honking and pawing at her nest material, licking her paws, then licking her body. You try not to blink because you don’t want to miss anything. When a baby panda is born, it shoots out fast, more launch than birth. Then, just as we’d all but convinced ourselves this was another false alarm, Mei Xiang began to exhibit the surest behavioral tell of all—anogenital licking.

Anyone who’s witnessed puppies or kittens coming into the world will have a good sense of what we were seeing, but this behavior that many mammal mothers use to stimulate birth is especially important in pandas because their gestation period is so variable. A panda pregnancy can last anywhere from three to five months, sometimes even longer, which leaves a huge window for when the big event may occur. While the calendar and hormone levels can be used to help narrow that window, nothing can pinpoint the exact due date for a cub. Add to that, pandas can experience something called a pseudopregnancy, which is almost indistinguishable from a real one. After all those weeks of watching and monitoring, we still weren’t sure if Mei was even pregnant and, if so, when she was due, which meant we were obsessing over any sign that this was the real deal and that parturition was near. As we watched this latest behavior, the question for the team shifted from “Is she licking?” to “How much licking equals labor?”

The primary goal of our panda program at the National Zoo is to help save the species. We create a hedge against extinction by increasing the population of healthy, genetically diverse giant pandas that exists on the planet. But another key element is educating the public, which is why we keep the Panda Cam on even during birth. This allows anyone who’s interested to share in our anticipation and excitement, but it also means that when you’re working with giant pandas, you’re doing everything in the public eye. Since setting up the system in 2001, we’ve had more than one hundred million views. So, as we watched our girl Mei Xiang, we knew that a great many people all around the world were watching with us.

In addition to all these casual observers, we had a small army of highly trained volunteer watchers able to track and record panda behavior data. This panda patrol was invaluable because the zoo has only so many panda keepers on staff, and even when they’re awaiting a cub, they still have plenty of work to do caring for their other animals. This included looking after Tian Tian, our male giant panda. Even though his specific, and essential, assignment in the reproductive process had been completed, we still wanted to give him a little extra love, just so he’d know he wasn’t forgotten.

Ever since Mei Xiang and Tian Tian arrived at the zoo in 2000, there’d been plenty of joyful moments, including the birth of a healthy cub in 2005, but also several false pregnancies, and a cub that didn’t make it. That painful history only added to our anxiety as we watched and waited on that Friday afternoon in August.

Thanks to the tireless and amazing volunteer watchers with their eyes and ears following Mei Xiang around the clock, if she licked herself for more than three minutes at any time, night or day, one of us on the staff would get a phone call. If this telltale behavior happened during the day, a keeper would drop whatever they were doing and check in on her. If it happened at night, as curator of giant pandas I’d be the one to get the call. I’d turn on the Panda Cam from my home computer and, if it seemed warranted, call the assistant curator and the other keepers to watch with me. We’d timed the distance from all our keepers’ homes, so if someone had to make a dash to the panda house, we knew exactly whom to call and how long it would take for them to get there.

All this preparation came to a head just after 5:00 p.m. when, suddenly, there was a blip and a blur of motion, and before we could confirm what we thought we’d seen, we heard the ear-splitting screeches that are the unmistakable confirmation that a baby panda has arrived. Tiny and adorable as they are, panda newborns do not slip silently and cutely into the world, cooing or purring. They squawk like some giant prehistoric bird—a reminder that, whatever you think you know about pandas, they keep surprising you. But Mei Xiang appeared unfazed, and didn’t seem to mind the racket. Using her mouth, she delicately grabbed the screeching cub up from the floor and placed it gently on her belly. We still couldn’t see the newborn, but the squawking stopped, and Mei Xiang seemed calm. We knew this was a good sign. It meant that both mom and cub were happy.

While the den became silent, the Panda Cam room was anything but. The whole team cheered and cried and hugged each other as the phones started to ring. Thanks to the Panda Cam, the whole world was able to celebrate with us. After eight years of hope and concerted effort, we had another cub! But was it healthy? And if it had problems, could we do what was necessary to ensure its survival?



I’m writing this book because I want to share the joy of being around giant pandas and getting to know them as individuals. Most of my focus will be on Mei Xiang and Tian Tian and their cubs, because they are the pandas I got to know so well, working with them every day during my time as curator. I’ll also explore humanity’s general fascination with pandas—from their “discovery” by Westerners in the 1800s, soon followed by scientific hunting and cub-capturing adventures, before segueing into President Richard Nixon’s “panda diplomacy” in 1972. I’ll also include bits and pieces of my own story, mostly because many people—including me—seem to marvel that a small-town girl who fell in love with animals through books and zoos ended up milking rhinos, wrestling bonteboks, and ultimately directing the Smithsonian’s National Zoo.

But nothing I’ve ever done has been quite as challenging—or as rewarding—as being a “reverse chaperone” for giant pandas, encouraging them to have sex and make babies, and then explaining the details politely to groups ranging from schoolchildren to guests at fancy dinner parties.

Among all the animals in our care, pandas are a special case not only because they’re endangered, but because they’re true celebrities, the most charismatic of all the charismatic megafauna. Our Panda Cam is the most popular site in the entire Smithsonian online ecosystem, and a single moment of cuteness will generate millions of views. A panda playing in the snow? We get billions of hits from around the world.

Obviously, these bears are adored because they’re adorable—giant black-and-white puffballs that love to frolic. The reasons they’re endangered are various, but, as is the case with so many other species, the primary reasons include loss of habitat and climate change. The good news, however, is that no matter how much the global concern for pandas is based on their being ridiculously cute, the fact that people do care means that this species has a chance. The National Zoo, working with our partners in China, has made a commitment to turning curiosity into caring, and that caring into conservation, ensuring that the world will never run out of these amazing creatures.



But as we huddled around the Panda Cam, watching Mei Xiang, on that anxious afternoon in 2013, our concerns were much narrower. We were reassured by Mei’s having proved herself to be a good mom after she’d given birth to a healthy cub eight years earlier. At that time we’d assumed our breeding program with Mei Xiang and Tian Tian was well underway and that many more cubs would follow. But that successful birth in 2005 was sadly followed by years of disappointment we couldn’t quite understand. Was Mei no longer able to get pregnant? Was she getting pregnant and unable to sustain a pregnancy? We became obsessed with the question of her fertility. Every season, the headline “Is she, or isn’t she?” appeared. Panda-pregnancy speculation became its own genre of feature writing, and over time journalists’ questions went from “When do you think she’ll have another cub?” to “Do you think she’ll ever have another cub?” And with every year that went by we felt a little more desperate. Based on Mei’s age, and the interval since she’d had her last cub, we’d concluded there was a less than 1 percent chance she’d ever have another.

To add to our emotional turmoil, on September 16, 2012, one year earlier, Mei had a cub and it didn’t go well. There were no complications with the birth, and we’d been hopeful at first, contemplating the miracle before us, and the same maternal instincts Mei had shown earlier kicked in right away. The panda house, the zoo, and even the whole city were filled with joy. Imagine having a long-awaited birth and the entire world wanting to see the baby pictures and hear every detail!

But about a week after this cub was born, Mei Xiang left it on the floor of her nest, climbed up onto the small platform adjacent, and honked her distress call—a low, resonant foghorn kind of sound that filled the space with melancholy. Usually when a mother panda is inattentive, the cub isn’t shy about sharing its displeasure about the loss of warmth and nourishment. But as we fixated on the Panda Cam, we heard no noises and saw no movement at all. After about a minute, Mei picked up the cub and got back into her nest. We were still concerned, so we sent in two of our keepers, Marty Dearie and Juan Rodriguez. Marty’s job was to lure Mei away from her nest with pears and honey water. His success in this endeavor was another bad sign, given that she left the cub and came to him so easily. Meanwhile, Juan was to grab the cub off the floor, but he couldn’t simply reach in and cradle it in his arms. Mei was our sweet girl, but she was also a 240-pound carnivore, fully equipped with claws and canines. So, he used a modified lacrosse stick to reach between the bars and scoop the cub off the floor. We then rushed it to the keeper office’s intensive care unit, an area that had weeks before been sterilized and prepared just in case. (Note: The lacrosse stick was not something we’d just had lying around to occupy our idle moments. With the pocket being the perfect size for a cub, we’d adapted it and placed it strategically next to the den as part of our “neonate essentials” kit.)

While we all watched, Dr. Nancy Boedeker, one of our staff veterinarians, immediately started performing CPR. She worked diligently for several minutes, but eventually she looked up at me, tears in her eyes, and then to the tiny cub in her hand. “Should we call it?” she asked. I knew the answer but didn’t want to say it. We were still in a hopeful bubble, and when I gave the word, the bubble would break. But there wasn’t a choice. I was the curator and that was my job. After a few moments I said, “Yes,” and everyone in the room began to cry. Marty was standing next to me, and I still remember hugging him and feeling our little world break apart. We laid the cub on a small blue blanket and the whole team grieved together.

Panda newborns are born helpless and hairless and entirely pink. The thing I remember most is that, after only a week of life, this cub’s little black panda patterns were already starting to come in. She looked perfect.

We use every moment of a panda’s life, including death, to better understand the species, and so we conducted a necropsy, which is a postmortem exam to determine the cause of death. In humans, this procedure is called an autopsy. We discovered that her lungs were underdeveloped, and she would never have been able to survive. While that knowledge provided some answers, the realization that there was nothing we could have done didn’t make our grief any easier. And we still had a big job remaining—to make sure that Mei Xiang was healthy and recovering from her pregnancy. She wouldn’t be experiencing loss in the same way a human would—high neonate mortality is a reality in the wild and animals evolved to rebound quickly. But a panda’s maternal behaviors are driven largely by instinct and hormones, and her hormones would take some time to return to normal. She was still in nurturing mode, spending all her time in her den, sleeping in the bamboo nest she’d made and cradling objects from her habitat.

We were exhausted from our work, devastated over the loss, and worried about Mei Xiang, but you can’t be a panda keeper without an ample supply of hope. So, we tried to focus on the good news, which was that Mei could still get pregnant. Instead of wallowing in the sadness of the moment, we turned our energies toward planning for the next year, taking the lessons we’d learned through this pregnancy and birth to improve our next round of protocols.

We were resilient, but not unbreakable. In 2013, as we marveled over the shrieking newborn Mei held to her chest, the memory of the painful loss only one year earlier tempered our elation. We were still worried that something could go wrong, and as the hours ticked by, we maintained the round-the-clock vigil we’d started weeks before. There were always at least two keepers in the panda house, ready to respond at a moment’s notice.

I stayed on-site for another twenty-four hours because pandas often have twins, and we knew from the data that, if Mei was going to have another cub, it would be within that brief time span. After that first day passed, though, I went home—I hadn’t slept or seen my family in days, and I wanted to take a moment to celebrate with them. But just as we sat down to dinner, I got a call from the zoo: Mei had just had another cub—twenty-six hours after the first. Here again, with pandas you’re always learning something new.

The keepers never heard the telltale squawk from this second cub. Mei picked it up and groomed it, but soon enough dropped it to the floor. But she never honked in distress. She simply continued caring for the day-old cub in her arms. When we grabbed the lifeless infant out of the den, we could see that it was malformed. We were sad, but it wasn’t the same sense of grief as in 2012. This newborn had never been alive and we had to focus on the one that was.

With the memory of the cub that hadn’t survived in 2012 so fresh, this malformed twin seemed like a bad omen. Yes, Mei was doing everything right, but what if something subtle that we couldn’t see was wrong with the cub she was cradling in her arms?

With most bears, it’s easy to know if a cub is nursing. The cubs make loud trilling noises like little motors as they suckle, but pandas nurse quietly, so maybe this silence was a good thing. Was this baby happy and well-fed? Or was she failing to thrive and in need of assistance?

In 2005, when Mei had given birth for the first time, our protocols stated that we shouldn’t enter the spaces near her den for the first three days, the idea being to just leave mother and cub alone and minimize any disturbances. Not until the cub was three weeks old did we get our hands on him for his first exam. The protocols we’d updated for 2013 were clear on our priorities: “The primary management goal is to provide Mei Xiang with an appropriate environment to express normal maternal behaviors and successfully nurture her cub.” But we’d added, “Because Mei Xiang produced a cub that did not survive in 2012, staff will conduct more hands-on assessments, starting as early as day 1.”

This sounded reasonable when we’d been preparing for a hoped-for birth, but in the moment, it came down to two choices. Option One: We could leave Mei and her cub alone, knowing that she was doing all she could, but we wouldn’t know if the cub was healthy, and we’d be giving up any chance of helping if help was needed. Option Two: We could get our hands on the cub. A quick exam would tell us a lot about its health and give us a chance to intervene if necessary, but even with only a quick check, we might disrupt Mei’s bond with the cub. There also was considerable physical risk for the keepers who would have to do the grabbing.

The Panda Cam didn’t make things any easier. Our protocol (yes, we even had protocols for the Panda Cam) stated that we turned it off whenever there was any visible human interaction with Mei Xiang or her cub. Because there was no way for the public to interpret what was happening, we didn’t want people to see something out of context that would cause them to worry or make incorrect assumptions. However, we knew that just our turning the Panda Cam off, even for a few minutes, would cause a public outcry. Adding even more pressure, pandas are an endangered species, meaning that every individual is vitally important to helping the population survive, which leaves no margin for error. If our decision turned out to be wrong, it could result in death or dismemberment, an outraged city, and an international incident.

We discussed our options among ourselves, consulted with our colleagues in China, and together decided that a brief exam wouldn’t compromise Mei’s mothering abilities. I also had complete confidence in our staff. In addition to first-rate keepers, the National Zoo has some of the best veterinarians in the world, and if there was any chance this cub needed our help, we had to give it.

As it turned out, making this difficult decision was the least of it. Once we’d chosen Option Two, we had to execute, which began with talking through each of the steps. Step 1: Sneak into the den of a large bear. Step 2: Gently reach between the bars surrounding the nest, under Mei’s arms, and across her belly. Step 3: Grab the cub and pull it out. And do all that faster than a protective mother’s teeth or claws could react.

“Are we ready for this?” I asked.

Nobody hesitated. “Of course.”

The original size of Mei Xiang’s den was roughly ninety square feet. This small square room was situated between her larger indoor habitat and a narrow, secure keeper hallway, and was not visible to the public. Centered along one wall was a small platform, about four feet by four feet and about knee-high. The room had been built decades earlier, but as part of our efforts to enhance Mei Xiang’s ability to raise a cub, we’d made modifications to reflect what an actual cubbing den in the wild would look like. Because pandas like to den up in tiny spaces (think the hollow of a tree), we set up temporary barriers, with strategic access openings, to enclose a space of about thirty-five square feet, specifically for cubbing, tucked into the corner adjacent to the platform.

During most of the year, the platform was a nice cool place for Mei to rest—you could often see her lounging on it, her head lolling over the edge. But now that we’d cordoned off the corner next to it, and she’d packed that space with her bamboo nest, that platform had become an obstacle. To access mom or cub, a keeper had to crawl on top of the platform and lean in through the bars around her nest, an awkward position for an emergency getaway. In calculating the risk, we took into account that a panda mother, after she gives birth, is entirely focused on her cub—so much so that she might not leave the den for days, even to eat or drink. We knew that Mei Xiang would be in this hormonal trance and that her reactions would be slow. Then again, she was still a 240-pound bear, and fiercely protective of her cub.

The plan was for two keepers—once again, Marty and Juan volunteered—to go into the larger enclosure: one to watch Mei Xiang and, if need be, help distract her, and the other to climb up on the platform, reach over, and grab the cub from beneath Mei’s arm, then make a very quick exit. Marty would do the grabbing and Juan would be the distraction. I’m not sure which job was more dangerous, but I knew that no matter how much I cautioned them, these guys would risk themselves to save Mei Xiang, the cub, and/or each other. Aside from the inherent danger in what they were about to do, we were all so tired and emotional that I wanted a third set of eyes in the room. That’s why I asked Tony Barthel, a curator from Africa Trail and Elephants, to help out. He was highly experienced and trusted by all the keepers, but he also had the calm, cool demeanor that we needed at this moment. In some situations, you’re looking for a leader who can amp up a team, someone who can get them excited and energized and ready to charge into battle. But when it comes to work that’s this risky—we’d put the zoo’s police, nurses, and EMTs on standby—you want someone who can lower the temperature and remove the emotion from the room, as if putting out a fire by shutting off the oxygen. I’d seen Tony in emergency situations before, and I mean this as the highest and most sincere compliment: Tony could suck the energy out of a room better than anyone else I’ve ever known.

The grab went quickly. Given all the hours of planning and preparation, it was almost anticlimactic, but that was what we’d hoped for. Now, our priority was to minimize the time the cub spent away from mom, and for that reason we’d positioned an exam table right outside the den, setting up what amounted to a panda pit stop. The veterinarians were ready to get as much information as they could as quickly as possible to determine if the cub was healthy—hydration assessment, body measurements, oral-cavity check, umbilicus check, genital, rectal, and abdominal-cavity check, temperature, heartbeat and lung sounds—then hand it back to the keepers so they could return it to mom.

Almost the second we had the cub away from Mei’s warm comfort, it began to express its displeasure. Panda neonates are so unformed—tiny, pink, hairless, and blind—that it’s hard to believe they can survive outside the mother’s womb. But, wow, those little bears can scream. And the cub’s screaming instantly lifted Mei Xiang out of her postpartum stupor and into raging-mama-bear mode. Fortunately, by this time, Marty, Juan, and Tony were out in the hall with the cub.

Having plotted out every aspect of getting the newborn away from mom, discussing and refining each step to the tiniest detail, we’d spent less time planning out the return. Giving a baby panda back to its mother seemed like a much easier task. Unfortunately, we hadn’t factored in Mei’s level of agitation.

Our giant panda assistant curator, Laurie Thompson, knew Mei Xiang better than anyone else, so the job of returning the cub fell to her. We’d counted on her knowledge, skill, and finesse, never knowing how much sheer guts would enter into it. With the screaming cub in her hand and a ferocious Mei Xiang demanding its return, Laurie approached the den with few options. There was no way to gently place the cub back on mom—there was no way to even get close—so Laurie had to improvise. She came within a foot or two of the cubbing den, put the cub on the cement floor of the larger enclosure, and gave it a little push, sliding it expertly between the bars to land at Mei’s feet. Not to trivialize the moment, but the image that popped into my mind was of a kind of giant panda shuffleboard.

We watched anxiously as Mei Xiang grabbed the cub between her teeth. Giant pandas have incredible jaw strength and a bite force that rivals that of lions and tigers, but Mei was nothing but gentle as she lifted the cub, placed it on her abdomen, and began to nurse it. Within a minute, everything was quiet and back to normal.

Success! We now knew that we had a healthy cub, and our intervention had done nothing to upset the bond between mother and offspring, but as soon as we announced our success, we were besieged with: So when are you going to do it again?
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TAI SHAN

WHEN I first arrived at the National Zoo in 2008, my title was senior curator. Two of us had that title, and together we were in charge of all the people who were in charge of all the animals. On my first day, after figuring out how to get through the multiple sets of locked doors that led to my office in the Lion/Tiger Building, I was quickly introduced to my curators. The areas they covered were all mammal-focused and as varied as Great Cats and Bears, Kids’ Farm, Asia Trail, Small Mammal House, Great Apes, Africa Trail, Elephants, and of course Giant Pandas.

Lisa Stevens, a legendary curator who was as charismatic and compelling as the giant pandas for which she was responsible, wasted no time introducing me to the zoo’s most famous residents. (Lisa retired a couple of years after I arrived, which left me partially in charge of myself. For a few incredible years, the years that gave me so many of the stories in this book, I was both senior curator and curator of giant pandas.)

We walked to the panda house where we first saw Mei Xiang and Tian Tian, sitting in their habitats eating bamboo. Lisa knew the effect these animals had on people and didn’t try to inject conversation in the moment. We just stood quietly, watching the pandas being pandas. Lisa then took me behind the scenes to meet Tai Shan, Mei Xiang and Tian Tian’s first cub. At the time, he was three years old and the first panda cub ever to survive at the National Zoo. Most of the panda areas at the zoo are visible to the public, but a simple chute system made up of secure metal-mesh passages is hidden from view. The chutes allow the pandas to migrate safely between their various habitats without disrupting the natural feel of the overall experience. Tai Shan was sitting in the middle of the chute connecting his indoor and outdoor spaces, so Lisa was able to bring me within inches of him. I was immediately nervous, and not because I was face-to-face with a bear. What if he didn’t like me? Would I get fired? Was this some kind of zoo test? Lisa, in all her wisdom, handed me a biscuit, which I fed to Tai Shan. We were instant friends.



This moment also gave me my first real inkling that there is no such thing as a “typical” panda. When it comes to personality, individuality rules; generalizations are almost impossible.

Each of our black-and-white bears is behaviorally distinct, with recognizable quirks, social styles, preferences, and adaptive strategies. This matters because we don’t manage “pandas,” we manage individuals. And when we talk about pandas, it isn’t just casual conversation over coffee, it’s operationally important information. Understanding each panda’s temperament and preferences is essential to caring for the bears properly, including diet, training, enrichment, and almost every other aspect of their daily life.

Those distinct panda personalities also help us build meaningful bonds between the pandas and the millions of people who love them. Because pandas are so universally recognizable—and undeniably cute—people sometimes flatten them into symbols, something soft and interchangeable. If you only know pandas superficially, it can be hard to tell one from another. There are subtle physical differences, such as the shape of an eye patch or the width of the black shoulder band, but these only give the sense of “which,” not “who.”

Keepers know the pandas instantly. A glance at an expression, a posture, the way one of them moves or reacts, is enough. That’s because the real differences between pandas are not found in their markings, but in their personalities. To us, they’re family with fur.



Tai Shan’s most distinctive characteristic was being a rock star, and he knew it.

He was born on July 9, 2005, not so much as a cub but as a cultural event, which meant that his keepers experienced him through the strange dual lens of animal husbandry and celebrity management. The crowds went gaga over every physical detail, and the zoo’s messaging frequently emphasized his most endearing features, including his “round head” and “soulful eyes.”

In keeping with his celebrity status, he was named by way of an online voting contest. Tai Shan means “peaceful mountain,” yet he was anything but peaceful during his early years. I remember one keeper describing him to me by saying, “He explored first and thought later,” which meant he was always getting into scrapes. He climbed early and fearlessly, often before he possessed the coordination to get back down, which resulted in a steady stream of tree-related rescues that keepers talked about for years, saying, “He kept us on our toes every single day.” To occupy his active mind as well as his restless body, they improvised just to stay ahead of him. He explored everything: structures, logs, puzzle feeders, anything that was in his environment. But with the world watching, keepers were always holding their breath as they ensured his safety. He was publicly exciting but logistically exhausting.

All pandas have charisma, but Tai Shan was clearly the “it boy,” with an extra, intangible, yet unmistakable quality that made him irresistible to the public and zoo staff alike. Visitors flocked to see him, and he responded, energized by an adoring audience. He was a natural performer who was never shy with receiving or giving affection. We all loved him, and he clearly loved us back.

Tai Shan and his parents became some of the best-known giant pandas in the world—not just because they lived at the Smithsonian’s National Zoo, but because they came of age alongside modern media. Their impact reached beyond the borders of the zoo and across the globe. The videos of them somersaulting down hills in the snow became some of the first iconic panda images in our collective consciousness.

Since the day Tai Shan was born, everyone knew that when he came of age his destiny was to travel to China to be part of the larger breeding program for the species. That did not make it any easier when Tai Shan moved to China on February 4, 2010. The keepers had prepared for it both logistically and emotionally, but that didn’t make the experience any less sad or even surreal. And they had to help his adoring public prepare as well.

The zoo hosted a huge send-off celebration the weekend before Tai Shan’s departure, where staff—including keepers, veterinarians, and scientists—shared facts about giant pandas and told their favorite stories about Tai Shan. The Chinese Embassy brought in dancers and musicians. There was a table where children could write cards, expressing either their sadness at his departure or their hope for his journey and his new home. When Tai Shan was born, his diminutive size was famously compared to a stick of butter. How a dairy product became the preferred unit of measurement for a giant panda is anyone’s guess, but the comparison caught on so completely that “Butterstick” became a popular nickname. The zoo creatively leaned into the phenomenon during the departure ceremony, with Land O’Lakes hosting a photo gallery celebrating the most memorable moments from Tai Shan’s life.

Tai Shan is now living happily at the Shenshuping Base of the China Conservation and Research Center for the Giant Panda in the Wolong National Nature Reserve in Sichuan. He has had three cubs, all males, and I’ve heard from his keepers there that some of them have the same physical exuberance as their father.

Tai Shan’s departure from the National Zoo is not the end of the story, but part of a new chapter. He and his parents, Mei Xiang and Tian Tian, were both the result and the amplification of decades of public fascination with giant pandas, a fascination powerful enough to transform a reclusive bear from the mountains of China into one of the most recognizable and beloved animals on earth.
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HISTORY

FOR MUCH of history, the giant panda was more rumor than reality, with few records of people ever having seen one. Emperor Wen of the Han Dynasty reportedly kept a giant panda. When he died in 157 BCE, among the animal companions interred with him was a Qinling panda, a subspecies distinguished by its smaller skull, larger molars, and lighter brownish coloring rather than black.

In the giant panda’s native habitat in Sichuan Province in southwest China, descriptions were inconsistent and often fantastical until surprisingly recently. Referred to at times as a “giant bear cat,” the animal was variously described as yellow-and-black, and, improbably, as a creature that consumed copper and iron. This folklore likely arose from tales of pandas raiding farms to lick pots, pans, and agricultural tools. With their strong bamboo-crushing jaw muscles, it is not unreasonable to think that pandas could damage or even chew through metal.

Then in 1869, a French priest named Armand David was posted to Chengdu, the capital of Sichuan, as a missionary. He was also an avid naturalist and wildlife collector, who was expected to bring back scientific specimens for the Muséum national d’Histoire naturelle in Paris.

The priest would be immortalized by another of his discoveries, the rare Père David’s deer, but one of his most consequential encounters began not with a living animal, but with a pelt. A local Chinese farmer showed him the skin of a striking black-and-white animal unfamiliar to European science. Père David hired hunters to bring him an intact example of this exotic animal, which he classified as Ursus melanoleucus, Latin for “black-and-white bear.” He then prepared and shipped the skin and skeleton back home to the museum in Paris. Despite his having correctly identified the creature as a bear, others would go on to muddle the taxonomy for years to come.

What had, for centuries, been an animal largely unknown beyond local communities in Sichuan suddenly became a zoological revelation to the West. Père David’s specimen, distinct from any species cataloged in Europe, fired the imaginations of Victorians already enthusiastic about collecting, studying, and displaying natural specimens and scientific oddities. Within a few decades, hunters, collectors, museum agents, and adventurers were threading their way into the mountains of western China, determined to see, shoot, skin, classify, and, eventually, capture a wild giant panda for themselves.

Decades went by with no success.

But then Kermit and Theodore “Ted” Roosevelt III, two of the four sons of a famously adventurous American father, picked up the challenge.

President Theodore Roosevelt, whose career also included serving as police commissioner of New York City and leader of the Rough Riders (the US Volunteer Cavalry during the Spanish-American War), was also a true naturalist and pioneering conservationist. Long before his time in the White House, as a boy in New York he peered through binoculars, meticulously labeling local wildlife specimens, and keeping careful notes of his “discoveries,” which included a skull from a seal that had been killed at the harbor in New York City. This culminated in the founding of what he called the Roosevelt Museum of Natural History, located in his bedroom. He never outgrew his enthusiasm for the great outdoors. As president, he provided federal protection for almost 230 million acres of land, setting them aside as national forests, reserves, and parks.

After Roosevelt left the White House, his 1909–10 expedition to Africa, sponsored in part by the Smithsonian, yielded thousands of specimens for American museums, a staggeringly large scientific treasure trove. Some of those animals can still be seen by the public, such as a specimen of the now-extinct northern white rhino, which resides at the National Museum of Natural History. Others are kept meticulously stored and tidily cataloged in cabinets and drawers, still used to this day in scientific studies.

A thrilling aspect of working at the Smithsonian is the opportunity to see fragments of history like this close up. Our collections are enormous, almost inconceivably so, with artwork and artifacts stored in buildings on and beyond the National Mall. One of my favorite moments was hearing our secretary of the Smithsonian Institution, Lonnie Bunch, a renowned historian, talk with reverence about the first time he beheld Lincoln’s hat. I’m personally enamored with our vast natural history collections. I remember the first time I saw one of our preserved coelacanths, deep-sea fish famous for being a “living fossil” that’s been on this planet since before the dinosaurs. On a
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